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Abstract This article examines the recontextualisation of 1950s rock in the form of “Oldies” in teen films of the

1970s and 1980s. Specifically, the artiglghlights the peculiar phenomenon of scenes featuring teenagers lip
synching to oldies songs in films like Risky Businesgl983), Pretty in Pink(1986),Ferris Bueller's Day Of{1986),

and Adventures in Babysitting1987). In these scenes, like in the cover versions of rhythm and blues records
popularized by white artists in the fifties, white teensbodyblack cultural forms, OcoveringO over the racial and
sexual politics that characterized rock and roll's emergence. fEmsformation of rock 'n' roll from Orace musicO

to the safe alternative for white bourgeois males in the face of new wave, punk, disco and hip hop, reflected in the
establishment of oldies radio formats and revival tours, was aided and abetted by oldidgacks to Hollywood

films.

Throughout the Reagan era, American culture was swept up in what sociologist Fred
Davis called a Onostalgia waveO, with Othe FiftiesO as a crucial reference point for U.S. political,
social, and cultural identity/The styles, tropes, images and stars of the Fifties made their way to
television Happy Days Nick at Nite), Broadway (Grease), even chain restaurants (Johnny
Rockets) and video gameRafnpage), while publications like.ife and Esquire ran cover stories
on Fifties nostalgid. In his 1984 essay OPostmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late
CapitalismOFrederic Jameson pointed out that Ofor Americans at least, the 1950s remained the
privileged lost object oflesire” (67). Media historians have identified Onostalgia for the 1950s,
in the context of a vision of the future generated from that period” as one of the hallmark
attributes of popular culture in the 1980&del 9®7) and argued that this tendency in the 1980s
was Osimplynirroring the fact that the decade itself, in its social history, was a sequel” (Palmer
iX).

The implications of this were not limited to the entertainment industry. Nostalgia for the
Fifties was a key cultural strategy in the rise of neoconservatism in the 1970s and 1980s, and no
figure in American political life embodied such nostalgia more than President Ronald Reagan.
David Marcus argues that Reagan’s ability to invoke the past offered the neoconservative
political movement Oan overarching sense mdtinal return to an earlier age after a period of
American decline” and the opportunity to create “media accounts of the historical meanings of
the 1950s0 (37). The revision and reinterpretation of 1950s texts, styles, tropes and narratives in
Reagarera popular culture produce®the FiftiesO, a cultural construct utilised for diverse
rhetorical and political purposes. While recycling of past styles has long been a characteristic of
American culture, the particular formulation of Fifties nostalgia constructed in the Reagan era
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served as the basis for enormous social and political changes to a degree that stylistic revivals of
other eras simply have ndtor contemporary Americans, Mary Caputi argues, the Fifties Obristle
with an array of ideological connotations, a swirl of aesthetic resonances, a battery of moral
implications so highly charged and emotionally laden that any mention of the decade in the

current context far exceeds literal, historical referencesO (CapQtiel)f the enduring legacies

of the Reagan eraatgue, is the establishment of Qhe Fiftieas a particularly resonant cultural

trope for contemporary U.S. society.

While images of the Fifties proliferated across American culture, Hollywood film studios
and the American recording ingiry were among the era’s most enthusiastic purveyors of Fifties
nostalgia.ln an era defined by synetgyifties nostalgia was a feature of countless Hollywood
soundtracks, even in films made for audiences too young to have personal memories of the era.
While the range and complexity of Fifties nostalgia in Reaganpopular culture deserves
attention more widely, my focus is on one small iteration of this phenomenon. Specifically, I
consider a string of Reagan-era teen films diegetically located in th®80s which nonetheless
invoke Fifties nostalgia through scenes wherein teenagers perform, through dancesgmchlip
oldies songs. What makes these scenes particularly interesting, in my view, is how the Fifties
“speaks through” the body of the Reagan-era teenager. In Risky Busines@aul Brickman, 1983),

Pretty in Pink (Howard Deutch1986),Ferris BuellerOs Day Qffohn Hughes, 1986), The Lost
Boys(Joel Schumache987) andAdventures in BabysittingChris Columbus1987), the body

of the Reagaerateenager serves as the site at which a radical recontextualisation of rock music
is accomplished. The 1980s, in this way, ventriloquises Fifties forms using the body of the white
bourgeois teen to contain and reframe the discourses that surrounded rock and roll during its
original production and reception.

However, we must not disssi these soundtracks as simply ahistorical orregressive
ideological objectsAs Phil Powrie and Robynn Stilwell have argued, Oanalysingxstng
film music is a kind of archaeologyO wherein the historical, affective and ideological meanings
of songs on Hollywood soundtracks must be unearthed to fully understand their textual operation
(xix). As I will demonstrate, the function of 1950s songs on the soundtracks of 198@gntse
depends more on the historically contingent extratextual meanings of “the Fifties” in the Reagan
era than any meaning intrinsic to the songs themselves. The political or cultural function of the
nostalgia that Hollywood soundtracks might generaterges from relations between the song,
the film, their intertextual and extratextual networks, and the audiences who encounter them
Before considering the scenes of lip-synching in Reagaara teen films, however, we must first
understand how the emergence of new musical forms in the 1970s transformed the landscape of
commercial American popular music. One of the most crucial redefinitions of the 1950s in the
Reagan era was accomplished through the invention of a new pop music genre (and radio
format): oldies.

Oldies: From Radio Dials to Hollywood Screens

To some degree, oldies have existed on the radio for as long as rock and roll has. The first
“oldies DJ” in America took to the air in 1948, as Porky Chedwick of PittsburghOs WAMO spun
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his Odusty discsO of gospel, rhythm and blues, and what would eventually be known as rock and
roll (Weigle). It was not until the early 1970s, howeNewith the success of Richard Nader’s

revival tours, retro @s like Sha Na Na and soundtracks to films Baerican Graffiti(George
Lucas,1973)N that oldies appeared in the form recognisable to us ttald@72, The New York
Timesidentified “golden oldies” as the hot new programming trend in radio, with stations like

KOOL in Phoenix, WIND in Chicago, WCBS in New York and KUUU in Seattle increasing
their market shares with the help of music from the Fifties. Tiimesspeculates thaldies may

be “a rejection of the heavy social messages in many modern lyrics” and a business practice

designed to help an aging rock audience Oforget its problems and return or at least recall those
happy high school tim&the prom, no wars, no riots, no protests, the convertibles at the drive

inO (Malcolm21). In this view, oldies music was a way for aging baby boomers to assert and
privilege the music of Otheir generationO over more contemporary music. At their root, such
explanations of oldies’ popularity treat music as a marker of generational identity and belonging.

Scholarship on popular music has long identified the formation of group identity as one
of rockOs primary functions. Much of this work is premised on the notion that consumption of
rock music precipitates subcultural formations, wherein Orock rests on an ideologypeéthe
groupas both the ideal and the reality of rock communion” (Frith 213). Writing explicitly about
nostalgia produced via rock soundtracks, David Shumway arguesttieg first Hollywood
films to utilise wall-to-wall rock soundtracks Othe most important effect of the music is not to
provide commentary E but to foster generational solidarityO .(38)s, as entertainment
executives well know, makes rock music an eslgcpotent tool for the purposes of directed
and targeted marketing.

In the 1980s, the bond between Hollywood soundtracks and generational identity became
extraordinarily lucrative. The valuable youth market gobbled up film soundtracks, music videos,
videocassettes and other crpdstform film products. Scholars have primarily identified this
marketing as dedicated to selling new music to the teenage demographic, but-&&gagan
soundtracks often featured music that directly appealed to the listehevklies radio.
Representative of this trend are films like The Buddy Holly StorySteve Rash1980), Diner
(Barry Levinson 1982), Stand By M&Rob Reiner1986) andLa Bamba(Luis Valdez 1987),
among others. It is not only in films explicitly associated with nostalgia that oldies make an
appearance. Rock music pre-dating the British Invasion was featured on soundtracks of science-
fiction fare like Weird SciencgdJohn Hughes1985), mainsttam comedies like Stripes (lvan
Reitman 1981) and action blockbusters like 7Top Gun (Tony Scotf 1985). Even the titles of
Hollywood films were inspired by oldies, as evidenced by films $keeen Candle§1984),
Peggy Sue Got Marrie@Francis Ford Coppa, 1986),Walk Like a Man(Melvin Frank 1987),
andJohnny Be Goo(Bud Smith 1988), to name only a few. The persistent appearance of oldies
in films primarily marketed to 1980s teenagers challenges the notion that rock soundtracks only
(or primarily) produce feelings of generational belonging. The meanings conjured by oldies
music in teen films likeSixteen Candleare different than those invoked by the soundtrack of
Diner, and the extratextual information brought to bear on a reading of a 1950s song by a
teenager in 1985 (who only knows the song as an o)dall not be the same as that available to
an aging baby boomer with living memory of the song’s original circulation. In other words, the
nostalgic invocation of oldies music in 1980s téém soundtracks is not exclusively tied to
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personal memory or a shared generational past. Writing about the use of classical music in
Raging Bull, Mike Cormack has argued that the proliferation of possible meanings for filmic

music (cinematic, culturahnd historical) creates Opleasures of ambiguityO for different film
audienceg26). | would argue that a similar phenomenon is at play in the use of oldies music in
Reagan-era teen films. We might think of this ambiguity as a result of the redefinition of rock
music more generally in a time when rock and rollOs privilpgedion in the landscape of
commercial American music was under direct assault from other emerging genres.

Old Time Rock and Roll and Insider Rebellion

In the 1970s, as the first rock and roll generation was entering middle age, a strain of
American Oroots rockO attempted to direct the genre back to its mythic origins. Bob Seger, a
Detroit-area rocker who leapt into rock stardom with his 1976 alNight Moves is emblematic
of this movement. His album was lauded as “rock and roll in the classic mold: bold, aggressive
and grandiloquentO and praised for its Osongs of reminiscenceO like ONight MovesO and
“Mainstreet” (Rachlis).The opening track, ORock aRalll Never Forgets”, attempts to mobilise
the personal memories of audiences to reinvigorate the rock genre, imploring aging listeners to
return to the pleasures of rock fandom with the refrain Ocome back, baby / rock and roll never
forgetsO.

Two years later, Seger returned to champion the value of traditional rock music with a
song popularised by a teenpic. OOId Time Rock and RollO was originally released to tepid
response on the 1978 album Stranger in Town, but became a smash hit after its appearance in
Risky Businesdhe song’s singalong chorus growls, “Still like that old time rock and roll / That
kind of music just soothes the soul / | reminisce about the days of old / with that old time rock
and rollO. This characterisation of the virtues ofpsyehedelic rock, to a large degree,
corresponds to the descriptions of the appeal of oldies from radio station managers of the 1970s
who championed oldies as Oa great memory joggerO that would allow past Owords or an incident
[to] come flooding back™ to adult audiences (Malcolr@1). Sentiments like these lead Shumway
to argue that the Oconvention that popular songs call up for us memories of earlier periods in our
lives is so powerful that we might be inclined to call oldies thesdeleed madeleine of the
masses@0). And what sort of memories are being invoked? We might understand this sort of
nostalgic affect, following Powrie, as a longing for Opopular pleasures in a comoaméytO
(148). It is an image that recalls Benedict Andersamé@yined communities, but “Old Time
Rock and Roll0 does more than revel in an imagined\ ftasilso directly critiques
contemporary music in the present.

While ORock and Roll Never ForgetsO encourages listeners for whom Osweet sixteenOs
turned thirtyone” to “go down to the concert or the local barO, in OOld Time Rock and RollO
(released just two years later) Seger stubbornly insists he would prefer just staying at home. In
the opening lines, Seger demands “just take them old records off the shelf / I’ll sit and listen to
them by myselfO. In contrast to the exhortation to reinvigorate rock culture in ORock and Roll
Never ForgetsO SegerOs later song has him cloistered in his living room, because OtodayOs mus
ainOt got the same soulO. When Seger critiques OtodayOg mmusit@ock that he dismisses
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but rather the emerging forms of music that threatened to displace it. In the second verse, Seger
defiantly sneers, ODonOt try to take me to no disco / YouOll never even get me out on the floor E
I like that old time rock and rollO. SegerOs loyalty to rock is, of course, in his own interest as a
rock musician and songwriter. However, it is telling that SegerOs pledge of allegiance to rock
takes the form of an explicit rejection of disco.

Rock historians describe the diseplosion of 1978 as “instantly polarising, especially
to numerous rock fans who saw disco’s orchestrated and synthesised style of dance music as the
antithesis to rock musicOs Onaturalised® mode of authentic expi@asém@,Rock History
Reader 181). Beyond the commercial threat discoOs success represented, it also arguably
destabilised white heterosexual masculinity as the locus of power in American popular music.
The politics of disco in many ways worked against the established traditions @krfmknance
in the 1970s. When disbba music genre and music scene thakegarominent roles to sexually
empowered women and gay men (especially those from Black and Latin urban communities)N
went mainstream, Alice Echols argues, it resulted in an atmosphere in which white men Ofelt
themselves shoved to the sidelines by women, ethnic minorities, and gays ¥ roe&nfans
believed disco was taking over, possibly even supplanting, rock” (Echols,Shaky Ground 163).
This sense was only intensified in the wake of the commercial success of 1977’s Saturday Night
Fever and its soundtrack, which became the Isedling aloum of 1978, and the tegelling
soundtrack album of all time.

The vehement backlash against dises demonstrated in events like Comiskey Park’s
Disco Demolition Nightthe parody ODo Ya Think IOm Disco?0 and the graffiti slogan ODisco
Sucks!” In a large percentage of these cases, the dismissal of disco took the form of a defence of
rock. Thus, “Old Time Rock and Roll” appeared in Reagan-era soundtracks not just as a song but
as a rallying cry. Rock and roll in this formulation did not represent the soundtrack of difference,
as it did in the 1950s. Rather, the defence of Oroots rockO in the 1970s often took the form of a
resistance to difference, a form of insider rebellion that sought to secure the hegemonic position
of the white male in U.S. societyd rock and roll in the entertainment industry.

Perhaps no film of the Reagan era symbolises this insider rebellianore thanRisky
Businesswhich took box offices by storm and made Tom Cruise a star in 1983. The film
chronicles a week in the life affluent teenager Joel Goodsdimm Cruise) a goodietwo-shoes
high-school student who opens a brothel in his parents’ suburban home. In its most iconic scene,

Joel dances to SegerOs OOId Time Rock and RollO in his underwear. While SegerOs song was n
an oldie per se it does rely on a nostalgic conceptualisation of rockOs origins in the 1950s in
order to reject its latter-day perversions into punk, new wave and disco. With this in mind, a
reading emerges that suggests how a cultural notitraditionalrock performance affirms and

celebrates JoelOs unfettered white bourgeois desires.
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Joel (Tom Cruise) in the famous OOId Time Rock and RollO sequenceRisky Business

The sequence begins with extreme clope of JoelOs fingers manipulating diads on
his fatherOs expensive home stereo equipment. In the next shot, Joel slides across his parentst
polished hardwood floor in his stockinged feet, indicating his residual childish impulses as well
as the absence of his parents from the space. The iconic costume suggests his unleashed boyish
sexuality (in his tighwhite briefs) as well as the loosened uppermiddle class morality (in the
unbuttoned dress shirt). Using the domestic items of the house to aid in the fantasy (he employs a
tall brass candktick as an impromptu microphone), Joel takes pleasure in strutting about like a
rock star (highlighted by the cheering crowd noise inserted into the sound design) and
punctuating his lipsynching with high steps, hip jiggles, and-fisinps in the tradition of rock
and roll figures like Mick Jagger or David Lee Roth. Joel then swaggers into the tidy living
room, exchanges the candlestick for fireplace broom and transforms into-guntairgod.
Finally, his energy becomes too strong for the rock fantaslyJael ultimately flings himself
down the couch and wiggles uncontrollably.

Gaylyn Studlar has convincingly argued that Joel’s dance sequence is representative of
HollywoodOs efforts in the 1980s to Ohegemonically secure male subjectivity [thatl depend
the fundamental display of the male body, especially the youthful or yodbbkihg male star”
(173).However, a reading of this sequence might also emphasise JoelOs masculine sexual power
as thoroughly contained within the domestic space of hidlmaass home. It is only through
Segerversion of domesticated rock that Joel is able to loosen himself from bourgeois codes of
behaviour and find an acceptable outlet of expression for his unruly desires. This form of Oold
time” rock simultaneously facilitates, contains and commodifies rock rebelliarthis sense, the
sequence identifies rock music as a commodity that offers the pleasurable fantasy of outsider
rebellion delivered to safe OinsiderO spaces. Simultaneously, OOId Time Rock and RollO poin
backward towat a radically decontextualised politics of fthmat can only be found in rockOs
mythic Fifties origins (Grossberg 51).
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Aside from its enormous influence and unquestioned status as a moment in which
soundtrack, film and music video coalesced most effectively in Hollywood film, the dance
sequence iRisky Businesgeveals how a particular framing of the class and racial politics of
rock inherited from aging boomers was reinscribed in the body of the idealised Reagan.

This is legible both in the sceneOs visual elements but also in what Anahid Kassabihe call
“affiliating identifications” of the hit Seger song playing on the stereo. Unlike the classical
Hollywood score, which aims to Odraw perceivers into socially and historically unfamiliar
positionsO, Kassabian argues that film soundtracks featuringgig released music allow
fimgoers to Obring external associations with the songs into their engagements with the filmO
(2EB). What is crucial about Kassabian’s work in this context is that audiences’ knowledge and
familiarity with the music on film sandtracks (knowledge that is, as IOve discussed, historically
and culturally contingent) facilitate the production of a variety of readings of an individual scene.
Boomers familiar with the racial and sexual politics of rock in the 1950s will have rgdicall
different Oaffiliating identificationsO with Fifties soundtracks than Resrgateenags who

only know the songs as kinder, gentédies. The affiliating identifications of teen audiences to

the concept of Oold time rock and rollQRisky Businesaligns Seger’s insider rebelliorwith

that of the bourgeois white teenager of the new generation, not the demographics and interests
with which rock actually engaged in the historical 1950s.

Oldies Ventriloquism and Reagarera Teens

Alignment, of course, does not imply duplication. The renewal of Fifties styles and texts
in the 1980s does not technically reproduce the 1950s, but rather engages in repetition with a
difference. By inhabiting anlready-established form, the cover versiopens up the same old
songs to new and alternative meanings. Simultaneously, the 1980s teenager depicted on screen is
transformed by the music of the baby-boom generation that he or she encounters. In the wake of
Risky Businessa spate of scenes emergdaerein he body of the Reagaia teenager becomes
one of the primary sites and most prominent registers of the redefinition of the politics of Fifties
rock and roll. The body coulderve as an expression of new resisyanith cultures (as Dick
HebdigeOstudy of punk style and fashion illustrates), or display the persistence of forms of
Fifties rock and roll culture (as the return of the OFMedion” dance craze in 1987 suggests).
Pretty in Pink, Ferris BuellerOs Day Qfhdventures in Babysittingnd The Lost Boys feature
extended scenes in which teenaged characters mouth the words to oldies songs. Beyond
providing a rationalisation for the inclusion of oldies on the filmsO soundtracks, theses scenes are
remarkable because of the way in which the Badoym generation speaks throutle body of
the Reagaera teenager, and the ways the 1980s teen can embody new meanings for recognised
musical forms.

In a recent essay, Theo Cateforis argues Fmatty in PinlOslip-synching scenelN in
which the lovelorn Rckie (Jon Cryer) passionately impersonates Otis Redding singing “Try a
Little Tendernesd®enacts a gender performance that he dubs Okaraoke masculinityO. This scene
draws on the traditional gender binary in popular music wherein men serve as activagysrfor
and women serve as passive consumers and connoisseurs. Such performances are prevalent in
the teen film genre, he argues, because Oan established popular song communicates through its
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history and genre associations an accepted form of masculineydenii sense it has already
articulated what the teen male wishes to say or become, in a way immediately recognisable to the
audience@“Rebel Girls and Singing Boys” 186). DuckieOs cry for Oa little tendernessO is
directed through an association with Redding largely because his own masculinity is too
insufficient, juvenile or unreliable. This is a convincing reading, but does not account for the
location of the scene. Duckie performs the song in TRAX, the independent/New-Wave record

store, for an audiercof only two employees: Andie (Molly Ringwald), the object of his
affection, and lona (Annie Potts), the store manager and hip older sister figure to Andie, with
whom Duckie will eventually be coupled. As much as it augments his masculinity, DuckieOs
performance also/alternatively functions as a display of cultural capital within the context of an
independent record store, a sign that his musical knowledge of (and passionate attachment to)
genres like soul goes beyond the doo-wop fare offered by most oldiestations.

A more neatly appropriate scene for Cateforis’s thesis may be iiThe Lost Boyswherein
the pubescent Sam (Cory Haim) gleefully sings along to Clarence OFrogmanO HenryOs 1956
debut hit OAINOt Got No HomeO in the bath. Like Duckie, Saminisffantive adolescent, “a
lonely boy” who has been abandoned by his father. Sam is not the only adolescent facing
domestic instabilitil every teenaged character in the film OainQiogdme”, in the sense of
the traditionahucler household. Even the titular Lost Boys vampire gang is motivated to attack
local teens in their search for a mother to accompany their leader and father figure Max (Edward
Hermann). One might read the film’s use of “Ain’t Got No Home” as an articulation of a longing
for the patiarchal nuclear family popularly ascribed to the Fifties (the first verse plaintively cries
“I ain’t got no father ... ain’t got no home, I’m a lonely boy”), while the film simultaneously
dramatises the consequences of the nuclear familyOs breakdows @anitQs lack of a strong
father figure that makes him vulnerable to bullying and subsequent vampire attacks). This
reading, however, is only possible for those with Oaffiliating identificationsO with the song as a
specifictext, rather than as a generic oldie. Alternatvely, one might as easily read the song and
its performance as complicating CateforisOs thesis: far from augmenting SamOs masculinity, the
scene could be understood to highlight the arbitrary and performative nature of gender itself. In
this reading the focus would be on the way SamOs playful vocal performance fluctuates from
falsetto to croak as the song’s narrative voice moves from “lonely boy” to “lonely girl” to “lonely
frogO, and on the gender politics of falsetto in the tradition ofcakfrhmerican blues
performance. In this way KassabianOs notion of the contingency of soundtracksO ideological
operation becomes clear. Depending on oneOs knowledge of the cultural significance of HenryOs
song, or 1950s pop music, or the latter-day implicatons of oldies one can extract radically
different meanings from the combination of sound and image.

In Adventures in Babysitting andFerris BuellerOs Day Qffirotagonists Chris (Elisabeth
Shue) and Ferris (Matthew Broderick) do not perform oldiestbitsompensate for inadequate
sexual efficacy and power. Rather, their lip-synching draws on the established authority of
dominant codes of sexuality to celebrate and reaffirm their adherence to them. In Adventures in
Babysitting, The CrystalsO OThen Haskd Me” is heard before the first frame of the film is
showrN the opening strains of the song play over the production credits. In the film’s first shot,
Chris appears on camera-8gnching to the girgroup classic just as the vocals begin. The song
tells the story of a girl who meets a boy at a dance, falls in love, gets married and lives happily

Alphaville: Journalof Film and Screen Media
Issue 3Summer 2012



ever after. Chris enthusiastically 4gynchs and dances to the song while preparing for her
anniversary date with her boyfriend, aligning the fairytale love story of the song with her own
personal fantasies. When the song concludes, the film reveals that her boyfriend is anything but a
Prince Charmin§y he breaks the date with Chris and is eventually revealed to be a liar and a
cheat. The song returns during the end credits, after Chris has successfully secured a new love
interest. While the filmOs explicit narrative tracks an arc of ChrisOs increasing agency and self
confidence, the return of the song at the film’s conclusion (after she secures a new romantic

interest) makes possible a reading wherein the song represents ChrisOs desire not only to be
located in a heterosexual coupling, but to be the passive object of romantic destinyN the one who

is kissed,is wooed, is married. Her adventures in babysitting (in which she is a resourceful and
independent leader, and agent of her own destiny) are, this reading of the soundtrack suggests,
just an interlude.

By comparison, Ferris Bueller is not only an active sexual presence in-Bimbhing
scene; he is the centre of the universe. Ferris hijacks a float in ChicagoOs Van Steuben Day
parade, transitioning from a crooning faux-performance of Wayne NewtonOs ODanke SchoenO to
The BeatlesO version of OTwist and ShoutO. Surrounded by leggy blondes, Ferris play$ the part o
the rock star, provoking the crowd of spectators to twist and shout themselves, as they erupt into
spontaneous choreography. Men and women, young and old, black and white are united in
celebration by the oldies hit, as embodied by the irrepressible Batliler. The scene became
so iconic, in fact, that in 1986 OTwist and Shoutthaeted on the Billboard singles chart on the
strength of the film. Ferris Bueller, in other words, inspired 1980s teenagers to listen to The
Beatles with new ears, creatimgw affiliating identifications, based on FerrisOs charismatic
egoism and hedonism, with a song that was over twenygars old.

Whether it is giddy play-acting in the privacy of the bedroom or the bathhvéntures in
Babysitting The Lost Boys an intimate performance among friendBrétty in Pink) or a
choreographed production that literally stops traffic in Chic&gor{s Buelle), the spectacular
display of teen bodies in these scenes draws on the allusive sexual and gender politics of the
oldies music on the soundtrack. True, the sexual and gender politics foregrounded in these films
is not necessarily based on the politics itradally associated with these sondsat the teen
bodies in these films arehite bodies revises the racial politics of the Fifties rackiroll songs
that they delight in performing. Yet this transformation must not be understood merely as another
exanple of the white establishment co-opting AfricanAmerican musical forms, not leastchase
the music represented by oldiesd itself been copted from the moment that Porky Chedwick
started his career. Moreover, white middlass youth in the 1950s embraced the traditions of
black artists at least in part as a rejection of the conformity and containment of postwar
bourgeois suburban life. Even in the early 1950s, pioneering rock artists like Chuck Berry were
drawing substantial numbers of white suburban fans. OFacing a choice between the sterile and
homogeneous suburban cultures of their parents or the dynamic street cultures alive among
groups excluded from middle class consensusO, George Lipsitz explains, Oa large body of youths
found themselves captivated and persuaded by the voices of difference” (122).

When 1950sack reemerges in the 1980s as oldidsstill operates as an alternative to

sterility and homogeneityN Ferris BuellerOs OTwist and ShoutO, for example, serves as a
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testament to Ferris’s exuberant spontaneity and infectious charisma. In this scene, oldies work to

define a politics of fun that is “defined by its rejection of boredom and its celebration of
movement, change, energy E lived out in and inscribed upon the bodyO (Gro$4#érg
However, it seems clear that oldies in these scenes do not represent a radical or emancipatory
form of difference from dominant bourgeois values. In most cases, the combination of oldies

music and teen films in the 1980s, as with the rejection of distwdnr of rock, represented a
defenceagainstdifference, an affirmation of cultural insiders like Ferris Bueller. The song

remains the same, but its cultural and ideological function, the politics of its nostalgia, are
fundamentally contigent upon its location in extratextual and intertextual discourses.

The emergence of Fifties nostalgia as a seolitical trope of the Reagan era, the
rejection of disco by figures like Bob Seger and the ventriloquising of 1950s rock on 1980s
soundtracks are intertwdd. The racially and sexually destabilising potential of genres like disco,
glam, punk, new wave and Rip are rejected in favour of a notion of Oold time rock and rollO
in which white bourgeois males occupy the privileged centre. As a genre and a prognaming
format, oldiesattribute an Edenic innocence to American popular music before the British
Invasion. Overlooking the actual sogiolitical realities of rock’s role in the 1950s, the idea of
oldiesposits a time when rock had no political or sociarada but simply served as good clean
fun for (white, heterosexual) teenagers. Lip-synching scenes in Hollywood films of the Reagan
era presented the body of the 1980s teenager as a space that could resolve the inherent
contradictions that such a framing mfck produced, beaae this body could serve as a clean
slate upon which the history of rock (and, indeed, the cultural history of the U.S.) could be re
written.

Whenever film and media studies have considered Hollywood soundtracks, the tendency
has bee to examine how the intertextual relations between song and film produce new or
alternative readingof the diegetic action. As Kassabian argues, knowledge of a song, its lyrics,
the performer or the history of popular music might provide an opportunity for viewers to extract
additional or alternative meanings from a film. Music can provide commentary on characters,
setting or onscreen action for those familiar with the history of the songs placed on the
soundtrack. However, it is also important to recognise that the process can operate in the other
direction: films can create new historical meaningstermusic appearing on their soundtracks,
and new cultural knowledge about the historical period from which they emergesiriaping
scenes vividly illustrate this potential. These scenes do not assume that their teenage audiences
need to understand tlktemplex social and political histories of 1950s popular music in order to
make them legible. Rather, they rely upon and reiterate the discourses of Fifties nostalgia in the
Reagan era, and as such produce new historical meanings for the songs on th&iacksun
TheyOre the same old songs, to paraphrase The Four Tops, but with different meaning as time
goes on.
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Notes

1 I differentiate between “the 1950s” as the chronological years 1950659 and “the Fifties” as a

potent sociecultural construct produced in retrospect. Simildrlyse the expression OReagan

era” to signify not only the eight years when Ronald Reagan occupied the U.S. Presidency,

but dso the years in the 1970s when Reagan emerged as a powerful national political figure
stretching back to his first campaign for President from 1974B/6. The arrival of Rnald

Reagan on the national stage as an embodiment of neoconservatism marks a new period in
U.S. history, a period coincident with the aftermath of the Vietham conflict, a backlash against

the Counterculture and Civil Rights, and the dismantling of GBeatety government
reforms.

Nifty Fifties”, Life, June 18, 1972 and OThe Re Decafeqlire March 1986.
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